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The facts are too common to be shocking anymore. They 
are well-known and Lipset cannot plead Ignorance, In short, 
Political M an is representative of American social science 
because it skirts the major issues in attempting to be objec- 
tive. Rather than critically evaluating what is going on and 
suggesting alternatives, Lipset has neglected the seedy as- 
pects or swept them under the rug of methodology and aca- 
demic gobbledy-gook in his efforts to maintain the American 
celebration . 



Lately, in academic circles the problem of government sub- 
sidy of university research has emerged as a burning issue . 
It is feared by many that academic freedom will be restricted 
by the federal government giving money only to those who toe 
the line . In large part the reasons for this development have 
been precisely the uncritical "value free' methods practiced 
by social scientists such as Lipset. The true function of so- 
cial scientists, and indeed of all intellectuals, has always 
been clear. It is not uncritical service, but telling the truth, 
evaluating it, and acting like free men. 
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I see a garden blooming undisturbed 
Where all the buds are even in their rows 
An ordered garden, sweet with unity 
That is my dream; my Smooth Society 

Mac Bird, Act II, Scene 2 



Invariable, the first thing we are told in social science 
courses is that the good social scientist is objective. He does 
not let his own beliefs or prejudices obstruct the evidence. 
Rather, he allows the facts to 'speak for themselves'. At 
first glance S. M. Upset's Poli ti cal Man admirably follows 
this rule. Lipset's essays seem to be straightforward re- 
ports on the conclusions which his data have forced him to 
draw . But when one examines the book carefully, he can see 
that it is based upon certain assumptions that guide the pre- 
sentation of the evidence. For while it is true that social 
scientists must be objective and seek the facts, it is also im- 
portant to remember that all evidence must be presented in 
an ordered form. Even the greatest amount of data rests 
upon assumptions that must be examined if the work is to be 
accepted as valid and useful. 

Politic al Man contains assumptions that are faulty if not dan- 
gerous . Faulty because they do not help describe society as 
it is; dangerous because they lead to distorted 'answers' to 
many of the problems facing America and other nations . 

Unfortunately these shortcomings are not unique to the work 
of Lipset. The same mistaken assumptions and misuse of 
terms found in Politi cal Man are typical of American social 
science today. As you read this, think about other books, 
articles, or lectures you have encountered in your college 
experience. The arguments of Lipset are presented in so- 
cial science courses over and over again. 



In the beginning, two things should be made clear . Much 
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empirical evidence is available to counter Upset's data. 
There simply isn't space to present it in any great detail. 
Studies in the bibliography should be consulted for specific 
empirical work that contradicts Lipset. Second, only some 
of the major themes of Politi cal Man are discussed here. 
This is not an exhaustive review of all parts of the book but 
an attempt to explore its underlying assumptions and the way 
in which they color and distort the scholarship . 



DEMOCRACY AND WEALTH 

In Chapter 2, 'Economic Development and Democracy', Lip- 
set presents the widely held view that economic advancement 
is interrelated with democracy ('the more well to do a nation, 
the greater the chances that it will sustain democracy'; p. 
31*). He presents various indexes of national economic 
wealth to justify his conclusion. What is the reasoning be- 
hind this? Because 'only in a wealthy society in which rela- 
tively few citizens lived at the low level of real poverty would 
there be a situation in which masses of the populJtion intelli- 
gently participate in politics and develop the self restraint 
necessary to avoid succumbing to the appeals of irresponsible 
demagogues.' (p. 31) A wealthy society typically means an 
industrial one with a sizable middle class and highly educated 
population . The poor are often prone to support extreme 
measures that might produce instability and threaten the very 
existence of democratic institutions . The middle classes are 
economically satisfied and better educated. They can afford 
to be tolerant of others and make the necessary moderate ad- 
justments so that the system functions democratically. A 
wealthy society is also able to aid the poor in integrating 
themselves into the mainstream of the society and shedding 
their extremist orientation. 



There are many assumptions made here, but let's examine 
two. Perhaps fundamental is the belief that the economic 
wealth of a nation determines the political attitudes . Mure 

' All page references are to the 1963 Anchor paperback edi- 
tion of Political Man. 
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We have reached Utopia . There are no major conflicts left, 
only adjustments to make. The intellectuals, once critical 
of society, can serve a different purpose. They are the tech- 
nicians of the system: those individuals that possess the skills 
to see the problems facing the society and suggest means by 
which they can be solved with the least possible change . Their 
task is patching up and making small modifications . 

Indeed, Political Man is an example of such technical work . 
Lipset is interested in preserving the present order because 
it is good. His concern is to make the gradual adjustments, 
leaving fundamental issues unsolved. 'Getting by with a little 
help from our friends' is the motto of our political system, 
with the aid most enthusiastically supplied by the current crop 
of 'action -oriented* intellectuals like Upset. 

Typical of American social science, Lipset is content to end 
his work on this cheerful note. Of course, although ideology 
is 'over* in the West and the major problems have been solved, 
the battle has just begun in the underdeveloped lands . And it 
is here that we must turn our efforts . Although his remarks 
might be applicable to the Third World, a mere listing of the 
issues facing America should dispel some of Lipset's optimism, 

The economy of the United States continually demonstrates a 
lack of vitality even though it remains propped up by a huge 
defense industry and a fairly major war . While we spend 40 
billion dollars in our quest to reach the moon, we face the 
prospect of greater and more violent disruption in our cities . 
Despite highly publicized efforts, at least 20 per cent of the 
people in the United States remain below the poverty line. A 
not so small number of these are starving and suffering from 
malnutrition. As the federal government grows, more deci- 
sions are made by technocrats without public knowledge or 
control. The Selective Service System is designed to induct 
men in occupations not deemed essential for domestic man- 
power requirements . Big business holds immense private 
political power. Besides being morally bankrupt, our aggres- 
sive foreign policy drastically limits the already slim chance 
that nuclear disarmament will ever occur. In addition, we 
have managed to starve or kill outright people in the Third 
World through our irresponsible policies . 
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disturbing is the passive way in which Lipset discusses the 
non-voting figures for America. He remains unconcerned 
that so few people in the United States formally participate 
in the political process by voting. For a man dedicated to 
exposing the right and left wing extremists that threaten 
democracy, Lipset does not once suggest that perhaps the 
'system' is at fault there. In short, Lipset has chosen to 
remain 'soft* On criticism of the status quo, refusing to 
evaluate critically the functioning of a system whose sta- 
bility he desperately wishes to maintain. 

CONCLUSION 

Lipset 's book deserves a new title: it should be called "A -Po- 
litical Man" . The political individual has a want, a goal, and 
looks for the sppropriate means to realize it. Lipset seems 
dedicated to making sure this does not happen. Individuals 
are gradually brought into the political system so that their 
demands will be blunted. Non -voting and passive political 
participation are considered adequate means to avoid conflict . 
Multiple group membership is valued because it splits loyal - 
ties and dampens major disputes . The authoritarian nature 
of workers is determined by their family upbringing, not the 
substance of their political demands . In each case, Lipset 
recommends that people not be permitted to become 'political 
beings' actively working toward the fulfillment of their inter- 
ests. By the logic of his functional democracy, he would sac- 
rifice rational political action because of the uncertainty it 
invites for the system. 

Perhaps nowhere in the book is this complacency toward Amer- 
ican society so evident as in the epilogue, "The End of Ideolo- 
gy?' Here Lipset boldly asserts: 

. . . the fundamental political problems of the industrial 
revolution have been solved; workers have achieved in- 
dustrial and political citizenship; the conservatives have 
accepted the welfare state; and the democratic left has 
recognized that an increase in overall state power car- 
ries with it more dangers to freedom than solutions to 
economic problems . (p . 443) 
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specifically, the view that a low income group threatens the 
existence of democracy. Are all extremist groups comprised 
of poor people? It seems clear that monarchist, fascist, 
military, and other right-wing extremists pose at least as 
great a threat to a democracy , These people are for the most 
part economically well off. Do revolutions occur in areas of 
extreme poverty? From the experience of the American, 
Cuban, Irish, Chinese, French, and Russian revolutions, we 
know that economic conditions were much worse at different 
periods in these countries before the specific time the In- 
surgencies began. Think of the Negro revolts in the cities 
today. Why do they happen in the relatively affluent Northern 
ghettos and not in the Southern cities or rural areas where 
many people are close to starvation? Clearly It is a matter 
of consciousness. When people's expectations rise, they act. 
They must perceive the hardships around then and they must 
be aware of the alternatives before they desire change. 

Moreover, in many of the countries that Lipset cites as evi- 
dence, the great majority of people never had any influence 
on government policies . The instability of the Latin Ameri- 
can governments (which provide over one -third of his cases) 
has little to do with the actions of the mass of people living in 
these countries . For the most part, the instability has been 
caused by battles between different elite groups for political 
power. Indeed, these conflicts increase with greater eco- 
nomic development, for there are more economic advantages 
to be gained by staying in political power. In this case, po- 
litical instability would be increased by economic develop- 
ment . In most Latin American countries the majority of 
workers and rural peasants remain apathetic spectators, 
taking only passing interest in the political battles around 
them. To use these countries as examples of stable or un- 
stable democracies is highly misleading. 

For a specific case of economic development and democracy, 
let's examine the history of Germany in the twentieth cen- 
tury. In the early part of the century Germany was a great 
Industrial power, second only to England. After World War 
I, the Empire was replaced by the Weimar Republic with a 
democratic constitution and a multi -party system. Although 
economic conditions declined, Germany remained a leading 
industrial nation and a democracy, at least on paper . After 
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